Summary. This paper argues that where appropriations or invocations of the past have contributed to projects of social and political change, they have usually done so with little or no recourse to the historical past. Instead, activists and campaigners have used various forms of vernacular past-talk to unsettle those temporary fixings of 'common sense' that limit thinking about current political and social problems. The example of such pasttalk discussed here is the work of the art-activist collective REPOhistory, which sought between 1989 and 2000 to disrupt the symbolic patterning of New York's official and homogenized public memory culture by making visible ('repossessing') overlooked and repressed episodes from the city's past. In effect, they challenged the ways in which history's dominance of past-talk within the public sphere was constituted by exclusions of subjects on grounds of gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status. REPOhistory fused politically-engaged art practices with Walter Benjamin's belief in the redemptive potential of dialectical encounters between past and present. To assess the value of their art-as-activism projects ("artivism"), this article will situate REPOhistory's practices within a frame of ideas provided by Benjamin, Jacques Derrida, Ernesto Laclau, and Chantal Mouffe. In a series of street sign installations that mixed visual art, urban activism, social history, and radical pedagogy, REPOhistory exemplified why the past is too important to be trusted to professional historians.
INTRODUCTION
Historians rarely try to disturb the present. Their lingering attachment to objectivist ideals and their insistence on the "facticity" of the historical past make them unlikely advocates of present-day political causes in their professional work. Academic history's adherence to long-dominant epistemologies, methodologies, and representational forms mean that a collective resolve to preserve the institutional credibility of the discipline normally takes precedence over whatever radical political ambitions its practitioners might have as individual citizens.
In contrast, artists, activists, and campaigners have long practiced forms of vernacular past-talk to unsettle those temporary fixings of "common sense"
that restrict thinking about current political and social problems to history's already-known. They have also proved adept at contesting the contours of collective memory culture, pointing to its absences and erasures, drawing attention to the matrices of power that shape the selection of objects of memory work, and countering hegemonic historical narratives that purport to explain present conditions in terms of their relationship to a posited past.
REPOhistory were one such group of artists who in the 1990s instrumentalised the past in pursuit of directly articulated political agendas.
REPOhistory was an art-activist collective that sought to disrupt the symbolic patterning of official and homogenized public memory culture in the United States. The group looked for ways to fuse politically-engaged art practices with Walter Benjamin's belief in the redemptive potential of dialectical encounters between past and present. The result was a series of installation projects that mixed visual art, urban activism, and radical pedagogy in attempts to make visible the knowledge about the past that had been erased or forgotten.
1 Most of the group's public art projects were organized, created, and staged in New York, a city that had a long-established artas-activism culture as well as an infrastructure of material support for micro-groups on the political left. REPOhistory's two distinctive contributions to this art-interventionist network were to counter dominant (f)actual representations of the past and to challenge how public art was used to adorn urban spaces that had been transformed into privatized sites of managed consumption. In these ways, the group's work was both political (naming specific issues) and metapolitical (challenging what was regarded as being sayable in the public sphere). By combining these two points of reference, the group's activities could also be understood as an attempt to produce what Nancy Fraser called "subaltern counterpublics", which were "parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs. " 2 This article will discuss several of REPOhistory's major projects and examine them against the group's stated aim to produce pastreferencing, counter-hegemonic "artivism".
REPOHISTORY'S SIGNS PROJECTS
When REPOhistory first met in May 1989, one of the subjects they discussed was Greg Sholette's idea that artists should "retrieve and relocate absent historical narratives" through the production of "coun- from people who defaulted on their loans, REPOhistory aimed to "repossess" content that had been repressed or excluded from a dominant history culture and to (re)insert this content into the public sphere. 5 Although they had originally intended to work in the spirit of graffiti writers or Situationist pranksters, making their own "guerilla" art interventions in New York's public spaces, the group decided that their investment of time and effort in REPOhistory warranted more enduring outcomes than the temporary spectacles that would result from a "hit and run strategy". 6 So, the method that they used most frequently, and one which depended on securing permits from the city authorities to display their work, was production of sets of metal street signs that they attached to lampposts (usually for a period of between six months and one year). These street 
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O J E C T S , 1 9 9 2 -1 9 9 9 streetlights in Downtown Manhattan who declared the day to be "REPOhistory day", and a parade that featured performances and storytelling at some of the signs about the subjects that they represented. 15 In order to raise awareness about the LMSP across the city and beyond, a press agent was commissioned to publicise the installation project;
the New York Times, Village Voice and New York Newsday all reported on it more than once, but it was largely ignored by the specialist art press. 
The Lower Manhattan Sign Project
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O J E C T S , 1 9 9 2 -1 9 9 9 On July 6, 1992, the body of this legendary In their declared intention to "repossess" history, the group clearly drew on the influence of Walter Benjamin, whose Theses on the Philosophy of History they had read and discussed at their early meetings.
Benjamin was inspirational because he regarded the past as a store of ideas and ideals, traumas and oppressions, experiences and visions that people can choose to recognise and incorporate into their political projects. The past has no determining force as such, he argued, but one might "awaken"
to it both as a form of cognition and as a motive for political praxis. 31 Benjamin's concept of "awakening" stressed the importance of recognizing how moments in the past can be seen as belonging to a given situation in the present, and also of acting in a way that politically transformed that present by making those aspects of the past that belonged to it live in the now. 32 Consistently in his writings, Benjamin critiqued philosophies of history that fused together temporal continuity, historical causality and the ideology of progress. He stated that: "History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time filled by presence of the now… blasted out of the continuum of history. " 33 Benjamin rejected the idea of "empty time" that was disconnected from the "time of the now, which is shot through with chips of Messianic
O J E C T S , 1 9 9 2 -1 9 9 9 time". 34 By this, he meant that political action in any given present has the potential to redeem the injustices of the past by insisting that those injustices do not belong to an absent past: they are part of the now in which political futures are contested.
Benjamin's thinking here has obvious affinities with Derrida's terminology of spectres that haunt the present and with his concept of the "messianic without a messianism". 35 Derrida was careful to elaborate where his thinking diverged from Benjamin's. He also insisted that the emancipatory desire, or the promise of a justice to come, could only be realized in conditions of undecidability, where the certainty of a final ground for a decision would never be available. Dispensing with the idea of the historical past as a given, Derrida, therefore, enables us to conceive of a historical consciousness in which the past "haunts" and acts in the force fields of the present, but not in ways that are mappable and reducible to instantiations of presence.
THE COUNTER(F)ACTUAL AS COUNTER HEGEMONY
REPOhistory's signs projects attempted to utilize past-talk as a means for disturbing current conceptions of the "sensible" in politics and social relations.
To appreciate how such attempts might work, Laclau hegemonic understanding of a given particularism is successfully maintained for a long period, a contingent social structuring can easily come to be regarded as "natural", "common sense" and simply the "reality" of how things are. Therefore, one of the tasks of a project of "radical plural democracy" is to "reactivate" the "sedimented" hegemonic operations that produce given social structurings. 41 Crucially, in what Mouffe and Laclau call an agonistic model of politics, there is no expectation that struggles to extend liberty and equality across forms of social relations will terminate with the arrival of a fully emancipated, reconciled society-one in which partisan politics would be superseded by the need simply to manage common affairs rationally. On the contrary, agonistic politics imagines an unending series of contests to install new forms of hegemony which in turn will be contested and replaced. 42 Agonistic confrontation, argues Mouffe, is democracy's "very condition of existence". 43 Artistic and cultural practices have a role to play in reactivating hegemonic fixings because there is no privileged discursive site or centre from which the work of agonistic politics should proceed. Indeed, the point is often made that in the post-Fordist regime of production, which is characterized by forms of immaterial, affective, and communicative labour, the central terrain of political struggle has become the sites where subjectivities are articulated and the "distribution of the sensible" is managed. Artists, argues Mouffe, can work to "undermine the social imaginary necessary for capitalist reproduction", because artistic practices are crucial to the constitution and subsequent diffusion of that imaginary in the first instance. 44 Sholette, Dark Matter, 75. 26 The Department of Transport told REPOhistory that their permits had been denied just as the group were about to open the installation with a press conference on 19 May 1998. The timing of the denial of the permits might have been intended to cause the maximum amount of obstruction. But in fact, it generated press coverage in publications like the New York Times, Village Voice and Time Out, questioning the Giuliani administration's attempts to censor artists. 27 Sholette, Dark Matter, 76, 78. 28 
